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ariation is often seen as a straightforward affair: a self-contained piece called the theme 
gives rise, through various elaborations and manipulations, to a series of variations that 
are “based upon” that theme. According to this view, which appears to honor the linear temporal 
sequence in which a variation set unfolds, the theme functions effectively as a repository of 
elements, a coordinated collection of structural features (such as harmony, melody, motives, or—
more flexibly—a composite voice-leading structure) from which the variations will select, 
emphasizing now one aspect, now another. This familiar supposition is at the root of many 
dictionary definitions, pedagogical explanations, and other more-or-less formal encapsulations of 
variation. For example: 
— Elaine Sisman, in the New Harvard Dictionary of Music, writes that “Variation form . . . 
embodies a principle of strophic repetition: a theme with a particular structure is followed by 
a series of discrete pieces with the same or very similar structure.”1 
— Riemann’s Dictionary of Music suggests that “variations are all kinds of transformations 
(metamorphoses) of a pregnant theme, which, however, even through the boldest disguises, 
must be recognisable. As a rule, a variation transforms only one or a few elements of the 
                                     
 1 Elaine Sisman, “Variation,” New Harvard Dictionary of Music, ed. Don Randel (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1986), 902. 
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theme: time, rhythm, harmony or melody.”2 
— Arnold Schoenberg, in Fundamentals of Musical Composition, formulates variation as “repe-
tition in which some features are changed and the rest preserved.”3 
— Nicholas Cook, introducing his students to the concept of variation, explains that “variation 
sets begin with something called the ‘theme,’ but that is rarely, if ever, what they actually 
vary. Rather, they vary the basic melodic or harmonic structure that underlies the so-called 
theme.”4  
Subtleties already exist in the quotations assembled above—e.g., Cook’s shift, in the space of a 
sentence, from “theme” to “so-called theme,” or Riemann’s psychologically tinted formulation 
of a “pregnant” theme (themes are only pregnant to someone)—but they all evince a viewpoint 
that makes eminent good sense: a variation must be a variation of something (or of some thing), 
and whatever that “thing” is (structure, element, feature), it must be present in the theme before-
hand. That is to say, if calling something a variation is to ascribe a certain relation of similarity—
a connectedness—between two musical objects (the theme and the variation), then the manner of 
that relation must involve some element or elements contained within the theme itself. This basic 
intuition supports the various categorizing enterprises that often accompany definitions, in which 
variations are sorted into types such as cantus firmus, constant melody, constant harmony, etc., 
on the basis of the feature of the theme that is preserved.5 
                                     
 2 Hugo Riemann, “Variations,” Dictionary of Music, 4th edn., trans. J. S. Shedlock (London, 1908; repr. New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1970), 823. 
 3 Arnold Schoenberg, Fundamentals of Musical Composition, ed. Gerald Strang and Leonard Stein (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1967), 9. 
 4 Nicholas Cook, Analysis through Composition: Principles of the Classical Style (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 80. 
 5 In his introduction to a collection of compositions designed to illustrate the concept of variation, Kurt von 
Fischer makes this explicit: “in order that a composition be recognized as a variation series at all, the degree of 
digression from the given material (theme or melody pattern) must not be too great; of the chief elements like 
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 That such a way of talking about variation seems so self-evident must be because it con-
tains much that is correct. But this self-evidence conceals an important complication, for it subtly 
distorts the experience of apprehending variation. At root, the basic act of construing variation is 
a comparative one: the task of a listener is to relate two stretches of music, to hear one passage 
“in terms of” another. To hear something “as a variation” is perforce to be engaged in such an 
activity of comparison. Yet in the aural realm this activity is necessarily reconstructive. Once 
sounded, the theme is never again literally present for the listener: temporally extinct, it must be 
revived anew each time. But exactly what is renewed, how is it renewed, and what relation does 
this renewed entity bear to the original piece called the theme (indeed, in what sense is it an 
“entity” at all)? Once the basic fact of temporal experience is admitted, these are some of the 
complex questions that emerge. And, right away, they suggest that we modify our earlier 
descriptions. From an experiential standpoint, that is, a theme is not a static arrangement of 
structural elements. Rather, it stands in a complex and reciprocal relationship to the variations: it 
bequeaths to them a set of expectations about how they might proceed, and yet exists as a 
mutable collection of possibilities or potentialities to be activated and reshaped by the course of 
the variations themselves. What is “in” a theme turns out to be more complicated than it first 
seems, for a theme is partly what we remember it to be.6 
                                     
melody, bass, harmony and form, at least one or two should remain constant. It is from this constancy of certain ele-
ments that the following variation types result” (Fischer, “The Variation,” Anthology of Music: A Collection of 
Complete Musical Examples Illustrating the History of Music, Vol. 11, trans. Eva Howe (New York: Leeds Music 
Corp., 1962), 5 [translation slightly altered].) Fischer wrote the main portions of the 1980 New Grove entry on 
“Variations,” as well the variation entry of the first edition (1966) of Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart. 
 6 Thus, pushing even further, Michael Broyles writes eloquently of an “aesthetic of retrospective” at the heart of 
variation, of a form that is “essentially oriented toward the past” (Broyles, Beethoven: The Emergence and Evolution 
of Beethoven’s Heroic Style [New York: Excelsior, 1987], 89). 
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 Such a conception is not controversial, and would surely be unobjectionable to the 
authors discussed above, but it has rarely been the object of sustained investigation, in and of 
itself. In this essay, then, I would like to explore some of the deeper consequences of this way of 
thinking. Emphasizing the centrality of the listener’s role in the concept of variation, I shall con-
sider what it is like to hear a theme, how variations project an identity both dependent and 
independent of their themes, what “makes” something a variation, and how a variation can retro-
spectively shape the apprehension of a theme. The article is arranged as a series of smaller 
studies or snapshots, focusing in turn on Beethoven’s “Diabelli” Variations, Bach’s “Goldberg” 
Variations, Nelson Goodman’s philosophical meditation on variation, and the slow movement of 
Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A, K. 488. I can make no claims for exhaustive treatment here. 
Nonetheless, through the accretion of these partial views, I hope to elucidate some important 
aspects of the nature of variation. This task has implications too for our ideas about music 
beyond the confines of the genre proper, in that variation is commonly regarded as a “training 
ground” or model for ostensibly more complicated modes of musical thought.7 Accordingly, a 
shift to a wider contextual field is performed explicitly in the final section of the essay, in con-
nection with K. 488. 
 
I. HEARING POTENTIAL 
 We might begin by asking what it is like to hear a theme. What is the attitude we adopt 
towards a theme? What do we expect of it? To help answer these questions, it is useful to have
                                     
 7 Cook captures something of this idea: “[variations] combine the familiar with the new. They offer repetition 
without boredom, invention without incoherence. Because of this, variation is one of the most listener-friendly of all 
compositional techniques. [. . .] But variation is by no means restricted to variation sets. It is at work throughout the 
whole of the Classical repertory” (Cook, Analysis through Composition, 80). 
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an example at hand, and few themes in the literature have had so illustrious a life—and elicited 
such questions so pointedly—as the little “German” waltz in C major, by Anton Diabelli, repro-
duced in Figure 1. It was issued as the subject of fifty single variations by “divers national 
composers and piano virtuosos” (as Diabelli put it in his publishing blurb for the resulting 
compilation), and of course became also the subject of Beethoven’s massive set, Op. 120. 
Common wisdom has it that the waltz has little to recommend it on its own terms. Charles Rosen 
goes so far as to call it “trash,” and Tovey describes it in terms usually reserved for an unprepos-
sessing child: “the utmost that can be said for it is that it is healthy, unaffected, and drily 
energetic.”8 However, in its role as a theme it is thought to possess the singular virtue of being 
“rich in solid musical facts,” to use Tovey’s well-known formulation.9 The distinction here is 
crucial, for an important shift has occurred. To hear the waltz as “Diabelli’s waltz” is to hear a 
mediocre piece, lumpy and crude, of a certain Teutonic solidity, and perhaps resonant of a cer-
tain social function. To hear the waltz as a theme, however, is to perform a kind of auditory 
alchemy. It is to begin hearing details, quirks, possibilities; to hypothesize and conjecture, to 
seek clues, search for principles. We might even say: to think like a composer. For we surely ask 
ourselves, “what can Beethoven find in this theme?” (Tovey liked to say that variation compos-
ers can be divided into those who demonstrate that they “know” their theme, and those who do 
not.)10 In a word, we might describe this as a listening for potential. 
                                     
 8 Charles Rosen, Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas: A Short Companion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 
274; Donald Francis Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis: Chamber Music (London: Oxford University Press, 1944), 
125. Tradition is not unanimous, of course. For instance, Lewis Lockwood describes the waltz as “actually a well-
crafted, symmetrical little piece, not just a simple tune” (Lockwood, Beethoven: The Music and the Life [New York: 
Norton, 2003], 394). 
 9 Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis: Chamber Music, 126. 
 10 Donald Francis Tovey, Beethoven (London: Oxford University Press, 1945), 124. 
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 In what aspects of the waltz might we find potential, then? Presumably, from the broadest 
standpoint, we should recognize the notion that certain kinds of themes permit or demand certain 
kinds of treatments. The general idea of “fitness of subject” is naturally an important issue wher-
ever there is such a thing as a subject; the tradition of rhetoric offers only the most obvious 
example. In the world of variation, writers have sometimes distinguished between two basic 
types of theme: those that are so replete with details and so fully fleshed out that a composer can 
do little more than offer repetitions, perhaps with embellishment or new orchestration, and those 
with uncluttered, simple features, whose relative economy or spareness—as a sketch or 
skeleton—affords greater scope for novel or surprising elaborations. The distinction is 
entrenched enough that Arthur Hutchings can call it “a platitude of musicography.” His catchy 
FIGURE 1. Diabelli, Theme for variations 
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labels for these theme types—“vibrates-in-the-memory” and “conjurer-and-pumpkin”—are 
correspondingly facetious, but nonetheless succeed in capturing well the aesthetic impression of 
the two types.11 Along similar lines, but more far-reachingly, Esther Cavett-Dunsby has distin-
guished between “foreground” and “middleground” types of themes.12 The Schenkerian short-
hand elegantly gets across both how a musical feature can feel like a lynchpin or structural focus 
of some kind, and what it is like to hear something as endued with the potential for elaboration. 
We might be cautious in asserting that these Schenkerian experiences can stand directly for other 
kinds of musical experience, but the insight certainly accords well with Tovey’s observation 
(quoted above) that the “Diabelli” theme is “rich in solid musical facts”—solidity (or fact-ness) 
here being another way of describing this combination of lean structure and telling detail. 
 The “facts” in question are relatively easy to discern: the upbeat turn figure, the melodic 
descending fourths and fifths in mm. 1 and 5, the profile of the bass line over the first four meas-
ures, and the rising sequence—the “cobbler’s patch” (Schüsterfleck)—beginning in m. 9.13
                                     
 11 Arthur Hutchings, A Companion to Mozart’s Piano Concertos, 8th edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1981), 93–94. The “Diabelli” theme is Hutchings’s principal exemplar of the second type, which is often of humble 
appearance, something the composer has to “transcend.” Applying the thought to Op. 120, we might say that the 
aesthetic quality of Diabelli’s waltz is not put aside when the piece is heard as a theme, but rather is transmuted into 
a form of constraint. 
 12 Esther Cavett-Dunsby, “Mozart’s Variations Reconsidered: Four Case Studies (K. 613, K. 501, K. 421/417b, 
K. 491)” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of London, 1985), 211. From her Mozartian point of view, Cavett-Dunsby 
notes that “middleground” themes are often associated with slow movements, and “foreground” themes with quicker 
tempos. Within the piano concerto genre, one could compare the slow movement themes of K. 450, K. 456, and K. 
482 with the finale themes of K. 491 and K. 453. In Haydn and the Classical Variation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1993), Elaine Sisman has also discussed the way that theme-types constrain the variations that 
follow (for instance, she describes the theme of K. 456 as “suffused with rhetorical figures of interval and phrase,” 
which can “hardly be improved upon” in the subsequent variations; 224); and of course the book itself is a compel-
ling treatise on the intersection between rhetoric and variation. 
 13 The term Schüsterfleck is supposed to have been used (dismissively) by Beethoven himself, at least according 
to Anton Schindler: “Moreover, [Beethoven] did not care for the theme with its ‘cobbler’s patches’ (rosalias), and so 
forth.” Schindler helpfully adds a musical illustration and a note: “The musically uninitiated reader will need to 
understand that in composition studies ‘rosalias’ are short passages consisting of phrases that succeed one another in 
stepwise progression, generally at equal intervals, like beads on a rosary” (Schindler, Beethoven As I Knew Him, 
trans. Constance Jolly, ed. Donald MacArdle [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1966], 252). 
Schindler is a notoriously unreliable witness; with respect to the Diabelli Variations, Maynard Solomon concludes 
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William Kinderman’s study of the “Diabelli” Variations proceeds from the same four elements. 
(His and Tovey’s annotated versions of the theme are reproduced in Figure 2.) As Kinderman 
writes, “one or more of these structural elements from the theme is employed in each of the 
variations”—a statement borne out by Tovey, who arranges his analysis of the variations not 
                                     
that “clearly, he had no firsthand knowledge of the work’s genesis” (Solomon, Late Beethoven: Music, Thought, 
Imagination [Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003], 12). Nonetheless, authentically applied or not, the 
term Schüsterfleck has stuck in subsequent scholarship as a quick way of referring to the sequential parts of the 
theme. 
FIGURE 2. 
(a) Tovey’s analysis of the “Diabelli” theme (Essays in Musical Analysis: Chamber Music, 126) 
 
 
(b) Kinderman’s analysis of the “Diabelli” theme (Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations, 76) 
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chronologically (as the variations are heard) but as a set of consequences drawn from each 
element in turn.14 
 The spirit of the present enquiry, however, is to try to incorporate the temporal aspect. 
Factoring in this unfolding through time, it is clear that these elements are experienced not just as 
a collection or group, but as a series of ordered events. A theme, that is, provides a roadmap or 
course chart. We come to learn not just that events occur, but when, and so a theme presents the 
primal pacing of events, our first glimpse of the temporal world the variations will inhabit. A 
rudimentary plan of the Diabelli waltz, enacted in each of its halves, describes a progression 
from solidity through obscurity or oddity to the security of a cadence; or, slightly more refined, 
something once, something again at a different tonal level (a “response”), then a tonally vagrant 
passage in which events are packed closer together, and a cadence—a paradigm that reflects the 
sentential design of each half of the theme.15 A different kind of template—more accurately, one 
that already includes the metaphorical transformation of its components—is offered by Maynard 
Solomon, who suggests that in the cobbler’s patches, “which propel us unceremoniously up the 
scale with neither preparation nor apology,” Beethoven discerns “the emblems of emergence, of 
ascent, of every potential upward pathway, however daunting, that leads from the quotidian to 
the celestial.”16 It is this kinetic, transformative impulse that Solomon finds at the core of the 
work, so that one way to make sense of individual variations is to view them as “radically differ-
ent modes of motion toward an unspecified objective[:] marching, striding, running, racing, 
                                     
 14 William Kinderman, Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 76; Tovey, 
Essays in Musical Analysis: Chamber Music, 124–134. 
 15 Tovey notes that as long as the sense of harmonic “antithesis” is preserved in mm. 1–8, as well as the sense of 
“space” that these harmonies fill up, there is no reason why another harmony—supertonic, flat supertonic—cannot 
substitute for the dominant (Tovey, Beethoven, 128–129). 
 16 Solomon, Late Beethoven, 25. 
IVANOVITCH: WHAT’S IN A THEME? 
 
GAMUT 3/1 (2010) 10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
dancing, along with others for which we have no descriptive words.”17 Such plans operate at a 
different level of specificity from those involving motives or other definite elements, but they are 
no less capable of organizing our experience of a set of variations, nor less palpable.18 
 Another consequence of hearing a theme as potential involves discerning paths not taken, 
hints not fully realized. The Diabelli theme offers a ready illustration: the Schüsterfleck in the 
second half of the Diabelli waltz occurs with the same pitches as in the first half, only an octave 
                                     
 17 Solomon, Late Beethoven, 180. 
 18 A rich area for investigation along these lines is the intersection between variation and narratology—theme as 
“story,” variations as “discourse” (imaginative retellings of the theme’s key events). The topic has been elegantly 
explored in David Carson Berry, “Stravinsky’s ‘Skeletons’: Reconnoitering the Evolutionary Paths from Variation 
Sets to Serialism” (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 2002); see in particular Ch. 3, which theorizes a general 
framework for discussing narrative in variation. A less formalized (but still illuminating) consideration of the meta-
phorical trajectories enabled through variation can be found in Jeffrey Perry, “The Wanderer’s Many Returns: 
Schubert’s Variations Reconsidered,” Journal of Musicology 19/2 (2002): 374–416. 
FIGURE 3. Schubert, “Diabelli” Variation 
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higher (compare mm. 9 and 24). Yet this quirk is rarely expressed explicitly in Beethoven’s 
variations. Schubert’s marvelous lone “Diabelli” variation, however, preserves this feature of the 
theme quite plainly, as shown in Figure 3 (from Diabelli’s compilation). We might say, then, that 
Schubert’s variation activates or brings out this feature of the theme; or, more radically, that it 
not only confirms but constitutes this as a feature of the theme. In suggesting this, we should not 
discount the important possibility that, by alluding to this feature (i.e., the quirk of parallelism) 
but not articulating it fully, Beethoven may thereby be said to “vary” it—but this seems to accord 
the feature a different kind of status from the other “solid musical facts,” which are so-called 
because they are evidently preserved in the variations that follow. (We shall see later that Nelson 
Goodman has a solution to this situation, which in fact is endemic to variation in general.) 
 A similar sense of implication unrealized can be found in the Aria of Bach’s “Goldberg” 
Variations. One of its most memorable moments occurs near the end (m. 27, shown in Figure 4), 
when the running sixteenth-note pattern begins in the melody. Part of what gives this passage its 
poignancy is the descending-fifths sequence whose components are in place in m. 27, but which 
crystallizes fully only in m. 29—and even then without any of the registral counterbalance we 
usually expect of sequences. Instead, as the sequence gathers itself up and the melody gains 
momentum, cresting on the high A of m. 30, there is a prose-like fluidity to the passage that 
overwhelms any sense of arrival or pause on the tonic in m. 29 (four measures from the end). In 
the subsequent variations, however, even though sequences abound in the final eight measures, 
the potential for the harmonic regularity of m. 27ff. to support an unbroken sequence by fifth is 
almost never realized. Instead, most variations segment the last four measures into a single unit, 
articulating the tonic in m. 29 as an arrival point by a change in texture (either with something 
new or a rhyming return to an earlier textural fragment). It is only in the penultimate variation, 
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FIGURE 4. Bach, Goldberg Variations: Aria 
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Variation 29 (Figure 5), that a sequence beginning in m. 27 is carried all the way through to the 
dominant in m. 31; and we would be missing the point not to observe how gleefully it makes the 
most of its unconstrained registral possibilities. 
 
II. DEPENDENCE/INDEPENDENCE 
 The “Goldberg” Variations provides the opportunity to explore another aspect of the rela-
tionship between theme and variation. This is the tension between the dependent status of a 
variation, as an entity charged with retracing a previously charted course, and the variation’s 
obligation nonetheless to sustain its own coherent narrative, to draw conclusions from its own 
premises. This dialectic between autonomy and dependence is expressed—and reconciled—most 
FIGURE 5. Bach, Goldberg Variations: Variation 29 (ending) 
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dazzlingly in the canonic variations, of course.19 Yet there are subtler instances too, of which 
Variation 17 (Figure 6) offers an excellent illustration. The quiet virtuosity of this variation lies 
in how abstract patterns of rising and falling lines are superimposed on the prevailing harmonic 
course, the hands working now together, now in contrary motion.20 Unraveling first of all the 
opening, it quickly becomes clear that in the first four measures, the inexorable rising line of the 
left hand comes about as an inversion of the theme’s descending bass line: the descending steps 
G–Fs–E–D have become filled-in rising sevenths, as shown in Figure 7. With this basic strategy 
in mind, we might surmise that the balancing descent of mm. 5–8 arises from a contour inversion 
of the theme’s B–C–D–G. There is perhaps a more compelling explanation, however, in the idea 
that the second four measures simply mirror the first four (G–Fs–E–D is answered by D–E–Fs–
G), the steps again inverted to become sevenths (now falling instead of rising). In this way, the 
theme’s general principle of balance between the two four-bar segments is supplanted by (or 
perhaps sharpened into) a tighter logic of mirror inversion (the property of the theme that Bach 
thereby exploits will be elucidated further below). If the procedure of the opening has an after-
the-fact obviousness, the beginning of the second half of the variation (mm. 17–20) is more sur-
prising, for here too Bach contrives a weaving together of rising and falling lines similar to that 
of the variation’s opening, although with the hands having swapped textures and the contour of 
the scale in broken thirds inverted (thus, A–B–C–Ds is articulated in the right hand as falling
                                     
 19 The spine of the “Goldberg” Variations is constituted through a plan in which every third variation is a canon 
made at a regularly increasing intervallic distance, from unison (Var. 3) to ninth (Var. 27). (The final variation, Var. 
30, is not the predicted canon at the tenth, however, but a quodlibet—a contrapuntal mélange of popular tunes.) 
 20 In his film documenting Glenn Gould’s 1981 recording session of the “Goldberg” Variations, Bruno 
Monsaingeon brilliantly captures the visual and physical traces of these patterns by placing the camera directly 
above the keyboard for this variation, so that we look straight down onto the pianist’s hands. See “The Goldberg 
Variations” from Glenn Gould Plays Bach. A Film by Bruno Monsaingeon (Clasart, 1981; Sony Music Entertain-
ment, 2000: SVD 48424]). 
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sevenths).21 The surprise here is that there is little “in the theme,” either in its specific incarnation 
as the Aria or in its harmonic framework, that suggests the possibility of such equivalence 
between the beginning of the two halves (mm. 1–4 and 17–20). Of course, such a strategy might 
be rationalized stylistically through the habits of Baroque binary movements (whose second 
halves sometimes refer to their openings by way of contour inversion and/or invertible counter-
point), and through the context of other variations in the set. And this is the point: as a coherent 
self-standing utterance, the variation must follow through the consequences of its initial premise, 
according to its own terms. And as it does so—as we strain to revive the theme in the image of 
the variation—new possibilities are revealed. 
 It is worth pausing to consider the nature of that revelation. That the variation’s rising 
bass line is constructed from an inversion of the Aria’s descending bass was described above as 
“obvious,” but it has rather the crystalline simplicity—even inevitability—of an elegant mathe-
matical equation or the elucidation of a natural law of the universe. It is similar in quality to 
Bach’s private demonstration, in the first of the fourteen canons discovered in his Handexemplar  
                                     
 21 The pattern equivalence continues in the next four measures, although the cadence in E minor necessitates an 
adjustment in m. 24: in the right hand. G–Fs–E–(E). 
FIGURE 7. Bach, Goldberg Variations: opening, showing inversion of theme’s stepwise descent 
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of the variations,22 that the first eight notes of the bass line can be retrograded against themselves 
as shown in Figure 8 (and it is exactly this latent property of mirror symmetry about the midpoint 
of the bass line, together with its counterpoint in thirds, that Bach exploits at the opening of 
Variation 17). Likewise, Walter Frisch describes it as an “epiphany” when, in his Fourth 
Symphony, Brahms shows that the rising line of the chaconne theme can be related to the main 
theme of the opening movement by inverting the steps to become sevenths and filling the gaps in 
with falling thirds, as shown in Figure 9.23 The relationship between the two themes has, in one 
sense, been there “all along,” yet to feel this as an epiphany is precisely not to have noticed this 
potential until it is revealed by the variation. Frisch suggests that this resemblance is “recognized 
all at once” by the listener. We might go even further and say that the variation creates the 
resemblance—that, the flow of derivation reversed, the theme has been “reworked” by the 
                                     
 22 These canons, discovered only in 1975 in Bach’s personal copy of the original printed edition, have been 
designated as BWV 1087. They can be found, with proposed solutions by Christoph Wolff, in the Neue Bach-
Ausgabe V/2 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1977), 117–128. The definitive English-language introduction to the canons is 
Wolff, “Bach’s ‘Handexemplar’ of the Goldberg Variations: A New Source,” Journal of the American Musicologi-
cal Society 29/2 (1976): 224–241. 
 23 Walter Frisch, Brahms: The Four Symphonies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 138–139. 
FIGURE 8. Bach, the first of the “Fourteen canons on the first eight bass notes of the 
Aria ground from the ‘Goldberg Variations,’” BWV 1087 
(a) Canon 
 
 
(b) Solution 
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variation. (We surely do not listen to the chaconne theme as a “variant” of the opening move-
ment.) 
 At the same time, we should note an important aspect of these experiences: in Bach’s 
Variation 17, one is never so aware of the quality of descent in the theme’s bass line as when it 
has been inverted. What Bach exposes at the beginning of the variation is an abstract property of 
any descending stepwise line, yet he uses it to draw attention to a specific feature of his theme—
despite the literal absence not only of the theme but of any descending bass line. Mutatis 
mutandis (i.e., inverting the sense of contour), the same goes for Brahms’s chaconne. And that 
the foundation of both of these themes is effectively a common-property formula colors this 
configuration of generality and specificity in a delightful way.24 
                                     
 24 The first eight notes of the Goldberg bass line (the basis for Bach’s Handexemplar canons) is a variation 
cliché. Some additional illustrations are provided in Peter Williams, Bach: The Goldberg Variations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 36–39. 
FIGURE 9. Brahms, Symphony No. 4 in E Minor, Op. 98 
(a) Finale, Var. 28, showing ascending bass of chaconne theme turned into series of descending thirds 
(from Frisch, Brahms: The Four Symphonies, 138, Ex. 6-20) 
 
 
 
(b) First movement, opening theme, showing series of descending thirds 
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 Other pointed illustrations of this phenomenon are not hard to find. Take, for instance, 
the “alternativo” (Trio) of Haydn’s Quartet in Ef, Op. 76/6 (the beginning of which is shown in 
Figure 10). Here, the “theme” is nothing but an Ef-major scale, which Haydn sets ascending or 
descending, passed from top to bottom of the texture or vice versa. But now that Haydn has 
made of the plain scale a “theme”—that is, transmuted the scale into something beyond itself—
one is more than ever aware of what it means for something to be a scale. The “scale-ness” of 
the theme, and particularly its abstract quality of contour, is unusually vivid. And this quality of 
contour is “composed out” in the structure of the following chain of variations, which replicate 
the shape of the scale in the large. 
 If this initially seems odd or paradoxical, it is not: variation is founded on such phenom-
ena, on musical elements that refer to qualities beyond or opposite to themselves, or on the 
awareness of particular qualities or properties in their literal absence or in their reversal and 
inversion. One need only recall the comment above about Beethoven alluding to the literal 
parallelisms of Diabelli’s “cobbler’s patches” by not reproducing them exactly. But it is certainly 
worth thinking about how such phenomena occur and by what type of mechanism—or, more 
precisely, where they occur. To put it bluntly, which part of the score corresponds to this experi-
ence? Where can we look to locate the experience of hearing the “opposite” or the “absence” of 
something? In approaching this subject in the next part of the essay, I mean to emphasize the role 
of the listener in apprehending variation. 
 
III. INTERPRETING GOODMAN  
 For the task noted above, we could do no better than to consider what is probably the 
most stringent and sustained philosophical examination of the nature of variation: Nelson 
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FIGURE 10. Haydn, String Quartet in Ef, Op. 76/6, III: Trio (“Alternativo”), beginning 
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Goodman’s essay “Variations on Variation—Or Picasso Back to Bach,” which begins with an 
examination of variation in a musical context and seeks to generalize its principles to encompass 
other arts.25 Both the musical discussion and its wider application contain much of interest for us, 
and it is worth considering each aspect in some detail. His musical discussion begins with a 
simple problem: “A variation upon a work or theme or passage obviously must be like it in some 
respects and different from it in others. But that, after all, holds true for any two passages.”26 In 
search of some crucial agent of transubstantiation—something that “makes” a variation—he 
proposes, first, that some “special musical relationships of likeness and difference must obtain 
between two passages for one of them to be a variation on the other.”27 He calls this his “formal” 
condition. While satisfying this condition renders two passages eligible for consideration as 
variation, it is not by itself sufficient: we must still find a way to account for both the asymmetri-
cal relationship between theme and variation (what we have called the flow of derivation), and 
the fact that “neither of two passages in diverse works will function as a variation on the other 
unless they are somehow brought together.”28 Thus, a second aspect emerges, a “functional” 
requirement that shifts the focus from the “what” to the “when” of variation: supposing two 
formally eligible passages v and t, “a passage v functions as a variation on t only when v refers to 
t in a certain way.”29 
                                     
 25 Nelson Goodman, “Variations on Variation—or Picasso back to Bach,” in Nelson Goodman and Catherine 
Elgin, Reconceptions in Philosophy and Other Arts and Sciences (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1988): 62–82. Perhaps 
because its musical component is quite abstract, the article has not received much attention in the literature on varia-
tion. A noteworthy exploration, which places Goodman’s variation-thinking in a wider philosophical context and 
applies it to an extended musical illustration, can be found in Jeffrey Swinkin, “Reference and Schenkerian Struc-
ture: Towards a Theory of Variation,” Indiana Theory Review 25 (2004): 177–221. I am grateful to Christy Keele 
for bringing this article to my attention. 
 26 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 67. 
 27 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 67. 
 28 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 68. 
 29 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 69. 
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 Specifying this “certain way” is, naturally, an intricate matter. First, a variation must 
exemplify (rather than merely possess) certain aspects of the theme. As Goodman describes it, “to 
exemplify is to serve as a sample of a feature or label”; and in the same way that a swatch of 
fabric might serve as a sample of texture and color but not size, exemplification is selective: “a 
sample does not exemplify all its features.”30 A path—a “route of reference”—is thus opened up, 
from variation to feature to theme. When this path is traversed “transitively” (in one pass, as it 
were—for, while a might refer to b, and b to c, it does not necessarily follow that a refers to c), 
we have variation. In other words, variations do not simply refer to a feature (or set of features) 
that they must have in common with the theme, but “refer to the theme via that feature.”31 There 
is one further complication, however, for difference from the theme is just as important in varia-
tion as similarity. How, then, can a variation refer to a theme via a feature that the theme does 
not possess, or via a feature that the variation itself does not possess? (This is a version of the 
question raised in our discussion of the musical examples above.) The answer is through what 
Goodman terms “contrastive exemplification,” a process of metaphor whereby a label or feature 
can be denoted figuratively (contrastively) rather than literally, in the same way that the word 
“tiny” can metaphorically denote a giant. Thus, “reference by a variation to a theme may be via a 
feature that literally belongs to one but only figuratively to the other.”32 
 Each component of this double-layered conception of variation deserves scrutiny, for I 
believe they both eventually run into the same instructive problem. The formal requirement, for 
instance, is based on a specifiable configuration of similarity and difference—a measure of 
musical “distance”—between two passages of music. But how would we assess this? Goodman 
                                     
 30 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 69. 
 31 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 70. 
 32 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 71. 
IVANOVITCH: WHAT’S IN A THEME? 
 
GAMUT 3/1 (2010) 23 
concedes that this is not easy, and his language at this point squirms at the difficulty in contriving 
“an approximately adequate definition of the requisite musical relationship between variation 
and theme, covering even the commonest cases.” He “happily” defers the problem to the musi-
cologist, and “for now assume[s] it done.”33 But for the musicologist, the attempt to construct a 
universal method for measuring musical distance is not just “complicated” (Goodman’s term) but 
well-nigh impossible. Moreover—and this is the more serious flaw—even were one to have such 
a measuring tool at hand, it is not clear how useful it would be. For its employment as a prelimi-
nary criterion in ascribing “variation-ness” to a pair of passages would run into innumerable 
counterexamples, from pieces that share close musical relationships without being “variations” 
(for instance, chorale preludes and their source chorales), to pieces with much less obvious musi-
cal relationships that are explicitly labeled “variations” (such as many opposite-mode variations). 
 Halfway through the essay, Goodman modifies his stance. Acknowledging the enormity 
of “formulating a general and projectible requirement,”34 he wonders whether the formal require-
ment could in fact be dropped, or watered down so as to permit what must be the lowest possible 
threshold of eligibility: “likeness to the theme in any nontrivial musical respect and difference 
from it in any other.”35 But for the scheme to work, some sort of formal requirement seems 
necessary: on it hangs, for instance, the difference between variation and improvisation, the latter 
expressing a “somewhat looser” version of the requirement (although it is difficult to imagine 
what a looser version of the watered-down requirement could be); and Goodman is adamant that 
                                     
 33 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 67. 
 34 By “projectible,” he means able to account for composers’ treatment of variation in the future. 
 35 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 72. Note, however, that we would still need to demarcate the trivial/ 
nontrivial boundary. 
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we must somehow exclude passages that satisfy the referential conditions—the functional 
requirement—but are in fact “nonvariations.”36 
 Let us turn, then, to this functional requirement. It is the part of the scheme that Goodman 
himself is most keen to stress, for function lies at the heart of his approach to variation: it is why 
he turns from the question “what is a variation?” to the question “when is a variation?” As he 
puts it, “being a variation derives from functioning as such: a variation is a passage that normally 
or primarily or usually so functions.”37 His functional requirements thus respond to the conse-
quent necessity of understanding when a passage does in fact “so function,” and his answer is: 
when it refers to the theme in the particular manner he has outlined. One cannot help but wonder, 
however, what makes the referring mechanism itself work. A variation is a passage which func-
tions as such, and it functions as such when it refers in a certain way, but when does it refer in 
this way? One could respond, “when it is a variation”—but this tautology does not seem produc-
tive. Does the passage enact the mechanism by itself, and if so, is there some way we can tell this 
from looking at the music? 
 Goodman does not address this idea explicitly, at least in part because he is ultimately 
focused on non-musical spheres such as language and painting, wherein the referring mechanism 
is apparently less opaque than in music. For instance, in explaining how reference in variation 
must occur from variation to theme via the features they have in common (and how a can refer to 
b, and b to c, without a referring to c), Goodman observes that “a name of a name of Helsinki 
refers to a word naming the city but seldom to the city” (reference here is not transitive), while 
“‘The Cross,’ by naming a holy object that refers to Christianity, also refers to Christianity via 
                                     
 36 Goodman makes clears that he is referring to improvisation upon preexisting material. Free improvisation, on 
the other hand, has “nothing to do with variation” (“Variations on Variation,” 73). 
 37 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 72. 
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that object” (reference here is transitive).38 In this context, the distinction between transitive and 
intransitive is clear, and the workings of the referring mechanism seem self-explanatory (or at 
least so transparent that to question them would seem surprising); but in trying to apply the 
thought to music, it is difficult to imagine what a musical equivalent of “a name of a name of 
Helsinki” would be. 
 More seriously, in attempting to understand under what circumstances the referential 
mechanism will be stirred to life, it becomes clear that what is missing from the discussion is any 
notion of context and, in particular, agency (the two are closely related). In fact, Goodman’s 
language throughout is decidedly neutral on the question of agency. In a sentence such as 
“neither of two passages in entirely diverse works will function as a variation on the other unless 
they are somehow brought together,” the passive voice carefully obscures the question of who or 
what will bring them together.39 Similarly, in his most extended discussion of any variation-like 
examples, Picasso’s forty-four paintings based on Velázquez’s Las Meninas (Figure 11), 
Goodman ponders in what order one might look at the canvasses (Picasso himself offered no 
canonical ordering). He observes that “they relate to each other in interesting ways that suggest 
arranging them in various comprehensible and perhaps illuminating sequences”—a manner of 
speaking that seems to imply that it is the very “ways” (or relationships) that would ordain the 
sequence, almost as if the paintings could arrange themselves.40 
                                     
 38 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 71. 
 39 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 68 (emphasis added). 
 40 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 79. Note that this interaction does not take place when the pictures hover 
on the threshold of variation, but simply concerns their ordering: the question of whether or not these paintings are 
“variations” has already been decided. (The pictures are described simply as “canvasses” (lienzos) in Museo Picasso 
Catalogo I [Ayuntamiento de Barcelona, 1971], 42.) 
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 The ordering that Goodman puts forward is fascinating, arranging Picasso’s canvasses 
into groups according to the aspect of Las Meninas on which they are based (one of the maids, 
for instance, or the princess), and fixing a succession within each group. The result is a series of 
remarkable and compelling narratives, depicting a sequence of emotional states or the unfolding 
of an action—assisted in no small part by Goodman’s verbal accompaniments, described as 
“notes on the illustrations,” but bearing considerably more weight than that.41 A single set of 
examples will suffice. Figure 12 shows Goodman’s sequence of five pictures based on the 
Princess Margarita Maria. His commentary reads: 
 
                                     
 41 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 80. 
FIGURE 11. Velázquez, Las Meninas 
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(1) The princess, in near monochrome, receives the tray from the serving but grasping 
hands of the maid. (2) Clashing colors suggest internal turmoil. (3) The conflict and pain 
intensify in this compelling and penetrating portrait. (4) The color clashes are gone, 
leaving a stark record of torment. (5) Here the flesh is restored, the torment covered with 
courage, but the eyes and mouth poignantly reveal what lies underneath.42 
                                     
 42 Goodman, “Variations on Variation,” 81. 
FIGURE 12. Goodman’s arrangement of some of Picasso’s Las Meninas “variations,” 
involving Princess Margarita Maria 
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 Goodman almost apologetically calls this activity an “interpretation” of Picasso’s paint-
ings, but it is so in an emphatic, profound sense. These narratives were by no means “there” in 
the unordered collection. Goodman has not “brought out” the stories, that is, coaxed from the set 
of paintings something that was previously hidden; rather he has created them—and this creative 
engagement must be recognized for what it is. The problems of Picasso’s canvasses are unusual, 
to be sure; most musical situations will disclose more evidently the guiding hand of a composer. 
But we should appreciate this central lesson from Goodman’s struggle with variation: that 
creative engagement on the part of the listener is always vital in the realm of variation. To hear 
an element of the theme where none literally exists on the page, to imbue a scale with the 
properties and implications of a theme, indeed, to hear a theme or variation at all—these are 
crucial aspects of the environment of variation that take place with the creative cooperation of 
the listener; they are not to be found by pointing at notes. Variation is, in fact, a matter of trust, a 
contract between composer and listener, who both agree to behave in the “variation manner.” 
Listeners who become “preoccupied” with variation allow the composer to lead them through a 
musical world in which relations between two musical objects are not measured according to 
some finely calibrated absolute scale, but are governed by strategic reassurances (which is why 
the beginnings and endings of variations are so important), general shapes, and a willingness to 
exert one’s mental faculties to fill in the blanks.43 Riemann had it right when he claimed that 
“nothing is denied to the variation, provided that, in one way or another, consciousness of the 
                                     
 43 The sense in which I use the term “preoccupied” here is indebted to Joseph Dubiel’s analysis of a certain kind 
of listening, which takes place in the wake of an odd or incongruous musical event (often near the beginning of a 
piece: Beethoven’s Violin Concerto offers a paradigmatic instance). In such cases, although the strange event is a 
singular occurrence and is not literally or continuously present in the music that follows, one nonetheless listens 
“under its influence,” waiting for the composer to “make sense” of it; the listening attitude can be characterized as 
one of “preoccupation.” (Dubiel, “Hearing, Remembering, Cold Storage, Purism, Evidence, and Attitude Adjust-
ment,” Current Musicology 60–61 [1996]: 26–50.) 
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theme is not destroyed,”44 for “consciousness of the theme” is a function of a listening subject 
and that subject’s perception of an authorial guide (the composer), not a property solely of the 
notes themselves. 
 
IV. REVERSING THE FLOW: CODA AND OPENING 
 To close this study, we turn to an example that ties together many of the strands offered 
above: the nature of themes, the delicate balance between the roles of listener and composer, and 
the potential for later events to color the apprehension of earlier ones. It also suggests some 
wider applicability of the thoughts developed from within the genre of theme and variations, for 
it takes place outside of that generic context. The example in question is the famous slow move-
ment of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A, K.488; we shall examine the opening and then the coda. 
 An account of the opening piano solo—and there have been many45—would do well to 
begin with how delicately poised it is between two modes of phrase trajectory: the symmetrical 
or balanced and the developmental (represented most frequently in current theoretical literature 
by the period and the sentence); see Figure 13.46 In general terms, the sense of a half cadence in 
m. 4, answered by a full cadence in m. 12, suggests balance or periodicity, while the impression
  
                                     
 44 Riemann, “Variations,” 823. 
 45 Among the commentaries on K. 488, II, some of the most notable are: Donald Francis Tovey, Essays in Musi-
cal Analysis: Concertos and Choral Works (London: Oxford University Press, 1944), 172–173; Charles Rosen, The 
Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, expanded edn. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), 243–245; Joseph 
Dubiel, “Hearing, Remembering”; Roger Kamien, “Aspects of the Neapolitan Sixth Chord in Mozart's Music,” in 
Schenker Studies, ed. Hedi Siegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990): 94–106; James Webster, “Are 
Mozart’s Concertos ‘Dramatic’?,” in Mozart’s Piano Concertos: Text, Context, Interpretation, ed. Neal Zaslaw 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 107–137; Marion Guck, “Music Loving, Or the Relationship with 
the Piece,” Journal of Musicology 15/3 (1997): 343–352; and Lauri Suurpää, “Title, Structure and Rhetoric in the 
Second Movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto K. 488,” Theoria 12 (2005): 93–124. 
 46 James Webster describes this opening as “a dazzling synthesis of regularity and expressive expansion” (“Are 
Mozart’s Concertos ‘Dramatic’?,” 129). 
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of continuation in mm. 5–12 is in accordance with a more developmental or sentential 
paradigm.47 What is equally striking about the phrase is the way that, to a greater degree than is 
customary, our apprehension of this gentle dialectic is shaped by a collection of details: a patch-
work of tiny jolts that strain, even pierce, the fabric of which they form a part. This impression is 
borne out by the language of many commentators on this passage. Joseph Dubiel, for instance, 
describes this as a phrase “with a lot of one-of-a-kind details sticking out of it”; Charles Rosen 
speaks of how it is “arranged so that every detail comes forth with the greatest possible pathos”; 
Roland Jordan notes how the music “even in the first measures asks for our attention even to 
minute details”; and Marion Guck writes of a movement “in which almost everything is lovingly 
detailed, lovingly reworked,” and about how “the particularities keep one listening closely, 
moment by moment.”48 
                                     
 47 This impression of continuation is in large measure due to the absence of the characteristic “re-beginning” 
associated with the second part of parallel period structures, and also to the sequencing of the harmonies of mm. 5–6 
in mm. 7–8. In addition, mm. 5–12 themselves resemble a sentence in miniature—a not uncommon feature of the 
continuation phase of sentences. 
 48 Dubiel, “Hearing, Remembering,” 39; Rosen, Classical Style, 244; Roland Jordan, “How Does the Tune Go?,” 
paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for Music Theory, Cincinnati, 1991 (cited and quoted in Guck, 
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FIGURE 13. Mozart, Piano Concerto in A, K. 488, II: opening solo 
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 The kind of details I (and these commentators) have in mind are such things as the low 
bass Es in m. 2 (Tovey, Rosen, Dubiel), the “hanging” D in m. 3 (Dubiel, Rosen), the momen-
tary re-alighting on the opening sonority in m. 8 (Kamien),49 and the variation of mm. 5–6 in 
mm. 7–8. But above all, there is the remarkable Neapolitan sixth of mm. 9–10, as notable for its 
sheer duration as for its extraordinary expansion of register. Paradoxically, perhaps, by calling 
attention to itself, this Neapolitan “moment” also focuses attention on its surroundings, and thus 
the nodal points of the ascending and descending gesture are brought into contact: Gn4–D6–Fs4. 
It is but a short step to notice the connection with mm. 3–4, whose angular Gs4–D5–Fs4 now 
appears exaggerated in mm. 10–11 (indeed, it is precisely this connection that enhances the 
pathos of the registral expansion in m. 10, as shown in Figure 14). 
 With this detail acting as an anchor, and our impulse piqued for matching up, more 
thoroughgoing correspondences between the two phrases crystallize. It emerges that each phrase 
participates in a progression of a descending sixth in the upper voice, from Cs5 to Es4 (the sec-
ond phrase, mm. 5–12, beginning with an upper neighbor D5, which grows out of the dotted 
motif in m. 1). This is shown most cogently by the voice-leading reductions in Figure 15, from 
                                     
“Music Loving,” 350); Guck, “Music Loving,” 249. Reflecting the music itself, even Rosen’s analysis is reduced to 
smaller elements: “I must content myself with those details . . .” (Rosen, Classical Style, 244). 
 49 This beautiful detail is subliminally, but crucially, bound up with the tension inherent in the phrase structure: it 
is a moment of return but in the “wrong” place. 
FIGURE 14. Mozart, Piano Concerto in A, K. 488, II: mm. 3–4 compared with mm. 10–11 
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which it can be seen that the outer-voice counterpoint of each phrase is strikingly similar. 
Awareness of this parallelism might tilt us towards a reading of the solo as possessing an under-
lying periodic structure; but it might also turn us in the direction of an interpretation based on 
variation, which has the advantage of not having to choose between the contrasting forces at 
work in the passage. Instead, the elasticity of the phrase structure becomes part of the story, the 
voice-leading framework remaining intact, but its pacing and elaboration conveying all the 
expressive nuances of the passage. The second phrase, then, is a reinterpretation of the first. 
 It should be noted that upon first audition, these correspondences are not fully disclosed; 
rather, they are latent, provisional, the result of a catalyzing detail (Roland Barthes’s term 
punctum captures its quality well) and a retrospective tracing of a particular pathway through the 
opening.50 As we observed at the beginning of this essay, the quality of retrospection, a basic 
aspect of music’s temporal existence, is particularly highlighted in the environment of variation; 
and we have learned from our engagement with Goodman how fundamentally creative the com-
parative act of discerning variation must be. 
 With these ideas in mind, let us turn to the very end of the movement, the coda, which 
begins in m. 84. We are used to the notion that, with the tonal argument over, codas can turn 
their thoughts elsewhere, to tying up “loose ends” or “resolving” some matter not sufficiently 
settled earlier in the movement. While Beethoven’s practices in this regard are often regarded as 
                                     
 50 The notion of the punctum comes from Barthes’s study of photography, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard 
Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981). It denotes an element within a photograph that cuts across or 
“punctuates” the learned, culturally determined field (studium) in which a photograph is situated, “wounding” or 
“stinging” the observer in an unexpected way. Barthes frequently characterizes the punctum as a “detail”: “In this 
habitually unary space, occasionally (but alas all too rarely) a ‘detail’ attracts me. I feel that its mere presence 
changes my reading, that I am looking at a new photograph, marked in my eyes with a higher value. This ‘detail’ is 
the punctum” (Camera Lucida, 42). Or: “Very often the punctum is a ‘detail,’ i.e., a partial object” (Camera Lucida, 
43). 
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paradigmatic, Rosen has pointed out some examples from the Mozart literature: realizing the 
main theme’s potential for counterpoint in stretto in the “Hunt” Quartet, K. 458; “normalizing” 
(actually simplifying) the harmonization of the main theme in the Violin Sonata in E Minor, K. 
304; and recapitulating in the tonic a theme that appears otherwise only in the development (in 
the Sonata in C, K. 330).51 The approach in K. 488 is slightly different, however, focusing less on 
a kind of “demonstration” than on the exploration of a sort of psychology of retrospection. What 
might appear a well-assembled, opportunistic, but essentially “impressionistic” collage is in fact 
constructed of such materials and arranged in such a way as to draw the listener into a well-
plotted path of rehearing. 
 The passage I want to concentrate on is the first part of the coda (mm. 84–92, shown in 
Figure 16), for it is here that Mozart returns to the elements of the opening solo. Above first a 
sparse then a richer orchestral accompaniment, in two overlapping four-bar phrases, the piano 
gathers together, in skeletal form (which surely must remain unadorned),52 some pregnant pitches 
and gestures: the descending sixths Fs–A and Cs–Es, and, from the Neapolitan “moment,” the 
wide leap from G to D, diatonic the first time through (m. 86), Phrygian-inflected and registrally 
widened the second (as in the opening; see m. 90).53 Notice too how the D that was left “hang-
ing” in the main theme is now resolved by step to the Cs, which simultaneously attends to yet 
                                     
 51 Charles Rosen, Sonata Forms, rev. edn. (New York: W. W. Norton: 1988), 314–324. The most cogent recent 
summary of the issues surrounding codas (in sonata form, in this case) can be found in James Hepokoski and 
Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory: Norms, Types, and Deformations in the Late-Eigteenth-Century Sonata 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), especially 281–292. 
 52 In reference to this movement, Tovey writes happily that “I claim to be an absolute purist in not confining 
myself to the written text” (Tovey, Essays in Musical Analysis: Concertos and Choral Works, 173). But this seems 
to me one of the few instances where one should play what is written: Mozart bridged large gaps where he felt it 
necessary (e.g., m. 11), and where he didn’t or couldn’t (e.g., mm. 30 or 66), the contrast actually heightens the 
expressive vocal quality—that Tovey himself identifies—of leaping between extremes of register, which are both 
connected (as a single gesture) but literally separated. 
 53 These paired leaps actually constitute a doubly loaded gesture, for they refer both to the rhyming leaps of the 
opening phrase and also to the widening of the Neapolitan leap in the reprise of the main theme (m. 66). 
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FIGURE 16. Mozart, Piano Concerto in A, K. 488, II: coda (mm. 84–93) 
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another “loose thread”: providing some kind of resolution in the highest of registers. The har-
monic support for these gestures is provided by a stock cadential progression (I–VI–ii6–V–i), 
which, however, picks up extra resonance here for having been buried in mm. 8–12 of the open-
ing solo.54 That this collection of harmonies cuts across the syntactic divisions of the phrase (m. 
8 belongs to mm. 5–8, while m. 9 is the start of a new gesture) actually increases the sense of a 
nagging, subliminal familiarity in the coda: we feel we have heard this all before, but not quite in 
the same way. 
 What is Mozart up to here? The key lies in the apparent simplicity of the coda’s phrase 
structure. Part of the story of the opening solo is its flexible, almost improvisational phraseology. 
When this tale is retold in the coda, it is perforce in a more foursquare fashion (this simplicity of 
phrasing is part of how codas do what they do). In part, this clarity of phrasing helps heighten the 
expressive contrast between diatonic and Phrygian supertonic. But it also facilitates, even 
encourages, an inclination to match up. The ease of comparison is precisely the point, for by 
placing side by side, in a crystalline environment, exactly these spots, Mozart not only hints at 
the relationships we uncovered in the opening, but actually encourages us to “rethink” that 
opening along the lines of these relationships. In other words, by referring to the opening in 
exactly this way (the sensitive spots aligned for ease of comparison), more than simply 
reminding us of the opening, Mozart actually skews our recollection of it, nudging us along 
certain paths—the paths of matching up we had been tempted to tread in the first place. As we 
re-enter the world of the opening solo, we see that world through the eyes of the coda. Rather 
than a passive respondent to the opening, or a reminiscence, or even a “normalization,” the coda 
                                     
 54 In fact, the collection of melodic pitches in the coda are also to be found in this segment (mm. 8–12). 
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is an active participant in shaping our conception of the opening. It is an invitation to rehear. The 
flow of influence reverses itself. 
 The tangled narratives that must be negotiated in K. 488 are more complicated than those 
that typically occur within the less cluttered environment of variation; opening themes work dif-
ferently from variation themes, codas from thematic reprises. Yet beginning with the concept of 
a theme and extrapolating outwards, what we have seen in this essay exposes how close consid-
eration of the variation manner can elucidate these more intricate contexts, and also the 
complexity and subtlety that lies within the variation environment itself. For what variation lays 
bare is the enduring obligation of the listener to think hard about the gap between what is written 
and what is heard, to be sensitive to the mutually reconfiguring tenses of the musical flow: to 
exert memory to animate the sounding present, and to bring to bear that present upon a vanished 
past. 
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∑ 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Most descriptions or taxonomies of variation suggest a conception of “theme” as a repository of 
elements from which the variations will select, emphasizing now one aspect, now another. When 
considered as a temporal phenomenon, however, a theme appears not as a static arrangement of 
“structural” elements, but instead stands in a complex and reciprocal relationship to the varia-
tions: it bequeaths to them a set of expectations about how they might proceed, and yet exists as 
a mutable collection of possibilities or potentialities to be activated and reshaped by the course of 
the variations themselves. The article explores some of the consequences of this temporal 
approach, highlighting the crucial role of the listener in apprehending variation, awareness of the 
balance struck by a variation between fidelity to the theme and self-sustaining coherence, and 
most importantly, the possibility for the flow of derivation in effect to reverse itself: for the 
variations to color the apprehension (the memory) of the theme. 
 Drawing upon Beethoven’s “Diabelli” and Bach’s “Goldberg” Variations (among other 
illustrations), the article also assesses philosopher Nelson Goodman’s important treatment of 
variation. In keeping with the notion of variation as an environment that can lay bare habits of 
musical thinking occasionally obscured in more complicated settings, the essay seeks eventually 
to apply the insights developed within the variation genre beyond these boundaries; the slow 
movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A, K. 488, is used as an example. 
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